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Patrick Huber
The New York Sound: Citybilly  
Recording Artists and the Creation  
of Hillbilly Music, 1924–1932
Since at least the 1960s, scholars have viewed hillbilly music as essentially a com-
mercialized form of the traditional rural white folk music of the American South. 
In reconsidering what has come to be known as the “southern thesis,” this article 
chronicles the significant but often overlooked contributions made by profession-
al New York City studio singers and musicians to the nascent hillbilly recording 
industry between 1924 and 1932, particularly the principal role they played in 
the creation of what I call the “New York Sound.” These urban artists’ participation 
in this segment of the recording industry suggests that hillbilly music can best be 
understood not as an organic folk music of the American South, but rather as a 
carefully constructed commercial genre that was part of the broader expansion of 
a nationwide industry of mass-mediated music in the 1920s.
Keywords
afs ethnographic thesaurus: Musicology, commercial artists, mass 
media, old time music, music genres, country and western music
in 1924, preparing to enter a new field of commercial recordings soon to be called 
hillbilly music, Vocalion Records signed a promising prospect named George Reneau. 
The 22-year-old blind guitarist and harmonica player had been working as a street 
singer in Knoxville, Tennessee, but his fortuitous “discovery” by a local talent scout 
allowed him to bring to a far wider audience what his record label described as “the 
folk melodies of his native mountains” (Wolfe 1979:205–6; “Young Blind Musician 
Records for Vocalion” 1924:46).1 Between April 1924 and October 1925, Reneau 
recorded nearly 50 selections for Vocalion’s new hillbilly catalog at the firm’s New 
York City studio, on West 43rd Street, beginning with his debut release, “The Wreck 
of the Southern 97,” backed with “Lonesome Road Blues” (Cohen and Magnusson 
1979:208–13; Russell 2004:740–1). But few who purchased his records probably ever 
suspected that another artist, uncredited on the labels, was actually “ghost singing” 
on most of them. Most of Reneau’s Vocalion records carried the artist credit “Sung 
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& Played by George Reneau—The Blind Musician of the Smoky Mountains,” so there 
was hardly any cause for such suspicions. (Careful listeners, however, may have won-
dered how, on a couple of selections, he managed to sing and play harmonica simul-
taneously.) On his first 30 or so recordings, though, Vocalion’s A&R (artists and 
repertoire) man decided to pair Reneau, for reasons that remain unclear, with a then-
little-known 23-year-old vaudeville singer and songwriter named Gene Austin, who 
would become the most successful pop vocalist of the late 1920s, and is best remem-
bered today for his million-selling 1927 hit “My Blue Heaven” (Austin 1984:60–2; 
Walsh 1939; Cohen and Magnusson 1979:208; Russell 2004:740–1; Mazor 2004:89–
90).2 Vocalion officials must have been pleased with Austin’s vocal work because, in 
July 1924, the firm enlisted him to ghost sing on two selections of its second hillbilly 
recording artist, the elderly Tennessee champion fiddler, “Uncle Am” Stuart (Russell 
2004:880–1).3
 Today, both Reneau and Stuart are widely regarded as genuine folk musicians and 
pioneering hillbilly recording artists (Wolfe 1977:28), but Austin, whose voice featured 
so prominently on their records, has not fared as well in the estimation of country 
music scholars. Although Austin waxed a total of 46 sides at the dawn of the hillbilly 
music industry and contributed significantly to the recording careers of Tennessee’s 
first two hillbilly artists, he has been relegated to a mere footnote in country music 
histories, if mentioned at all. Austin’s reputation as the quintessential Jazz Age pop 
crooner, it seems, has disqualified him, in the assessment of these scholars, as a “gen-
uine” hillbilly artist. The late Charles K. Wolfe (1977:32), for example, dismissed Aus-
tin’s hillbilly singing, noting that he “was anything but a country vocalist” and that “he 
went on to become the Bing Crosby of the 1920s.” Austin, however, was only one of 
almost 120 New York studio singers and musicians who performed on hillbilly records 
during the formative period between 1924 and 1932, but whose contributions to this 
fledgling industry have been overlooked or undervalued (see Appendix A).
 Since at least the publication of Bill C. Malone’s now-classic Country Music U.S.A.: 
A Fifty-Year History (1968), historians and folklorists have viewed hillbilly music as 
essentially a commercialized form of the traditional rural white folk music of the 
American South.4 This definition, still a cornerstone of country music scholarship, 
has marginalized the important contributions of Gene Austin and other New York 
studio singers and musicians because of their formal musical training and their lack 
of “authentic” folk backgrounds. As a result, they have been roundly criticized as 
“professional hillbillies,” “citybillies,” or, worse, as “pseudo-hillbillies”—that is, as 
nothing more than musical pretenders and impersonators.5 Vernon Dalhart, whom 
discographer and scholar Tony Russell (2007b:101) has dubbed “the dean of city-
billy singers,” has suffered particular abuse. Despite his 1981 induction into the Coun-
try Music Hall of Fame, Dalhart has been derided as a “pseudo-hillbilly,” a “profitable 
substitute for a real hillbilly” (Peer 1955:52), a “musical carpetbagger” (Ruhlmann 
2004:47), and, my personal favorite, “the John Denver of old-time music” (Porterfield 
[1979] 1992:385, quoting Bill Ivey, then director of the Country Music Foundation 
in Nashville). Judging from the tremendous sales of Dalhart’s and other citybilly 
singers’ hillbilly discs, however, record buyers of the 1920s did not apply the same 
strict standards nor arrive at the same harsh conclusions. In fact, many of the original 
numbers Dalhart recorded, such as “The Death of Floyd Collins” (1925) and “The 
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Santa Barbara Earthquake” (1925), entered oral tradition among both white and black 
southerners, and even appeared in pre-war folksong collections as examples of “au-
thentic” southern ballads (Wolfe 1995:223–4, 225).
 Nonetheless, citybilly singers and musicians do not fit neatly into the master narrative 
of country music history. For one thing, many of them were born in New York or in 
other industrialized northeastern cities. Some of them were immigrants or, more often, 
the children of immigrants, and several of them were Jewish.6 A few scholars such as 
Malone ([1968] 1985:61–2, 64) and Wolfe (1995:221–5, 229; 1999: 6:26) have credited 
Dalhart and certain other citybilly singers as the first to demonstrate to record compa-
nies the commercial potential of hillbilly music and to popularize this new musical 
genre among a nationwide audience.7 Yet the full extent of these artists’ participation 
in the hillbilly recording industry and their considerable impact upon it remain gener-
ally unacknowledged.8 This article therefore seeks to present an overview of New York 
citybillies’ involvement in the commercial recording of hillbilly music before 1933, 
particularly their role in establishing several core elements of the modern country 
music recording industry and in creating an appealing hillbilly-pop sound that at-
tracted the first mass audience for this music. Perhaps most interesting, the participation 
of these New York studio singers and musicians in the industry raises important ques-
tions about issues of authenticity, commercialism, and the regional and class origins of 
hillbilly music, around which much of country music scholarship currently revolves.
 In 1924, the hillbilly recording industry was less than two years old, and New York 
City, the headquarters of most of the nation’s major talking machine companies, was 
its epicenter. To obtain new selections for their expanding hillbilly catalogs, talking 
machine companies either brought southern musicians to their northern studios to 
make recordings or, increasingly after 1925, with the adoption of the electrical record-
ing process, sent mobile crews to record these artists in makeshift studios set up in 
southern cities such as Atlanta, Dallas, Memphis, and New Orleans. Between 1923 
and 1932, talking machine companies made approximately one hundred such field-
recording “expeditions,” as they were then called, in search of new material for their 
hillbilly record series (Huber 2008:26–7).9 Despite these trips, however, more hill-
billy recordings during this period were made in New York City-area studios than 
anywhere else.10 And no group of artists played a more significant role in the produc-
tion of hillbilly records in New York than the so-called citybillies, particularly freelance 
professional singers and musicians such as Carson J. Robison, Frank Luther, Frankie 
Marvin, Arthur Fields, Bob Miller, and, most notably, Vernon Dalhart, all of whom 
began their professional recording careers in light opera or popular music but who, 
during the mid- to late 1920s, shifted into recording primarily hillbilly music.
 Between 1924 and 1932, some fifty citybilly singers and musicians operating in the 
New York City area made at least one hillbilly recording as principal artists, either 
under their own name (or a pseudonym) or as integral members of vocal or instru-
mental groups (see Appendix A).11 Although few people today outside of 78-rpm 
record collectors and fans of 1920s music recognize their names, many of them ranked 
among the most famous pop recording artists of their day, including Al Bernard, 
Frank Crumit, Arthur Fields, Ernest Hare, Irving Kaufman, Jack Kaufman, Johnny 
Marvin, Harry Reser, and Roy Smeck.12 But by far the most significant was Vernon 
Dalhart, a classically trained light opera tenor originally from Texas.13 Dalhart’s 1924 
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recording of “Wreck of the Old 97,” coupled with “The Prisoner’s Song,” for the Vic-
tor label, sold a certified 1 million copies over the next three years and became the 
first national hit of a hillbilly recording industry then still in its infancy (Cohen 
1971:171–3; 1974:20–1; and Palmer 2005:126–9, 267).14
 Although born and raised in East Texas, on the western limits of the American South, 
Dalhart (born Marion Try Slaughter II) did not sing in a style inherited from or char-
acteristic of the vernacular culture of his native region.15 Nor did he, as a recording 
artist, perform many of its traditional songs, even during the six-year period when he 
specialized in making hillbilly records. A former member of the Century Opera Com-
pany of New York, Dalhart began his recording career in 1915 and, over the following 
eight or so years, recorded more than 350 sides in the semi-classical and popular fields, 
particularly what were called “negro dialect” songs. In the wake of his 1924 million-
selling hit, in an effort to capitalize on his newfound success, he began to specialize in 
recordings for the fledgling hillbilly record market, particularly “event songs” about 
highly publicized natural disasters, train wrecks, murders, and other newsworthy events, 
many of them composed by his regular guitarist and duet partner, Carson J. Robison. 
Among the numbers Dalhart recorded were “The Death of Floyd Collins” (1925), “The 
John T. Scopes Trial” (1925), “The Wreck of the Shenandoah” (1925), “The Santa Bar-
bara Earthquake” (1925), “There’s a New Star in Heaven Tonight—Rudolph Valentino” 
(1926), “The Mississippi Flood” (1927), “Lindbergh (The Eagle of the U.S.A.)” (1927), 
and “Little Marion Parker” (1928) (Palmer 2005; Malone [1968] 1985:61–2, 64). “A 
strong demand,” noted a 1925 Talking Machine World article,
is reported by Thomas A. Edison, Inc., for the series of records being made by Ver-
non Dalhart and company, representative of the type of songs apparently favored by 
the southern mountaineers, and which appeal to record purchasers in other localities. 
Such songs as “Little Rosewood Casket,” “The John T. Scopes Trial (The Old Religion’s 
Better After All)” and “The Death of Floyd Collins” may not make a strong appeal 
to jazz hounds on Broadway, but the sales indicate that they are distinctly popular 
in the so-called “sticks.” (“Mournful Melodies on Edison Records Popular” 1925:199)
Between 1925 and 1928, Dalhart produced more recordings than any other New York 
studio singer working in the hillbilly music field, sometimes participating in as many 
as three sessions a day. By 1931, when his recording career collapsed, he had logged 
more than eight hundred sessions, for some 20 different record companies.16 In the 
process, he compiled a massive discography of more than eighteen hundred masters, 
which, counting the various releases on major labels and their subsidiaries, were is-
sued on more than five thousand sides, on one hundred different labels in the United 
States and an additional 85 labels worldwide. Approximately two-thirds of these were 
hillbilly recordings (Palmer 2005:xiii, 379–87; Wolfe 1999: 6:25–6).
 Like Dalhart, most of the New York studio singers involved in the hillbilly record-
ing industry worked as freelance recording artists. Unencumbered by exclusive re-
cording contracts, they sold their singing services, usually for a modest flat fee, to 
one or more of the 15 or so record companies operating studios in or near New York 
City in the mid- to late 1920s. Many of these artists, including Al Bernard, Arthur 
Fields, Ernest Hare, and Jack and Irving Kaufman, had professional recording careers 
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that stretched back to the World War I era and, by the mid-1920s, had already made 
national names for themselves as interpreters of Tin Pan Alley songs and other pop-
ular fare (Gracyk 2000:42–6, 127–36, 156–9, 206–16).17 Incredibly versatile and much 
in-demand, these artists moved fluidly across industry-defined genres. For example, 
Carson J. Robison, who began his recording career in 1924 as a Victor studio guitar-
ist and whistler, recorded a broad range of pop, jazz, and hillbilly records during the 
1920s; in 1929, under the billing of Carson Robison and His Kansas City Jack-Rabbits, 
he and a studio band even recorded a pair of “hot” jazz foxtrots for Victor’s race record 
series (Daniel 2004:30–1). Robison worked so masterfully in an array of musical styles 
that, as one of his biographers, Robert Coltman (1978:7), remarked, “A casual lis-
tener might be forgiven for believing that a stack of six or eight Robison records was 
by six or eight different artists.”
 The studio system of hillbilly record production that flourished in New York in the 
mid- to late 1920s actually emerged from a long-standing industry practice. Since at 
least 1900, talking machine companies had employed a small roster of two dozen or 
so freelance studio singers to record the bulk of the selections for their popular cata-
logs. In the 1920s, this production model fell out of favor in the pop music field as a 
result of rising public demand for recordings by vaudeville and radio stars, but the 
fledgling hillbilly recording industry embraced the studio singer system, particu-
larly before 1927 (Sutton 2008:11–2, 15). After all, as Charles K. Wolfe (1982:25) 
reminds us, most of the singers and musicians discovered in the South, “were basi-
cally amateurs who, though often highly gifted and innovative folk artists,” had a 
limited repertoire of only four to six marketable songs and had little, if any, formal 
musical training.18 Professional studio singers, on the other hand, offered talking 
machine companies several distinct advantages over supposedly more “authentic” 
and “traditional” southern singers and musicians.
 First, New York studio singers were experienced professionals who had proven 
themselves capable of successfully negotiating the rigorous, sometimes nerve-racking 
demands of making phonograph recordings. This was particularly true during the 
pre-1925 era of acoustic recording, when new artists facing the intimidating recording 
horn for the first time often suffered what industry insiders referred to as “horn fright” 
(Gracyk 2000:15–7). Second, these veteran recording artists were able to handle an 
array of musical material in a variety of musical styles, even to the point of being able 
to closely imitate the vocal nuances and phrasing of other hillbilly singing stars such 
as Charlie Poole, Jimmie Rodgers, and even Vernon Dalhart himself (Russell 2004:4, 
6). Third, unlike most southern hillbilly artists, many of these studio singers were 
formally and sometimes classically trained artists who could read a lead sheet and 
then, with little rehearsal, quickly master new material assigned to them by A&R men, 
sometimes in the studio on the very day of the recording itself. Such efficiency enabled 
record companies to finish studio sessions in a minimum amount of time and thereby 
reduce overhead costs such as having to pay musical accompanists for an additional 
session. Studio singers’ high level of professionalism and musical literacy also allowed 
record companies, ever alert to shifting musical trends and changing public tastes, to 
rush onto the market both newly published songs and cover versions of competing 
companies’ hit records before such numbers peaked in popularity.19 Finally, and most 
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obviously, these New York-based studio veterans were easily accessible and available 
to work with minimal advance notice (Gracyk 2000:20–2). As a result of these distinct 
advantages, studio singers served as the “workhorses” of this system of hillbilly record 
production, and their steady output, particularly prior to 1927, provided a significant 
percentage of the recordings in hillbilly catalogs (Sutton 2008:12).20
 As freelancers, citybilly studio singers recorded prolifically, sometimes cutting the 
same selection for several record companies. Between 1924 and 1934, for example, 
Vernon Dalhart recorded his smash hit “The Prisoner’s Song” for twelve companies, 
which issued the recordings on no fewer than 53 labels in the United States alone 
(Russell 2004:242–6, 256–7, 281, 291–2; Palmer 2005:133). As a result of their busy 
recording schedules, citybilly singers amassed an enormous catalog of material for 
the hillbilly record market—more than 7,500 issued sides, or roughly 3,750 doubled-
sided records, between 1924 and 1932. Collectively, these artists accounted for fully 
one-third of the approximately 11,400 hillbilly records released in the US market 
before 1933 (see Appendix B).21 Perhaps even more astonishing, nearly 85 percent of 
these citybilly recordings were produced by just six artists: Vernon Dalhart, Carson 
J. Robison, Arthur Fields, Bob Miller, Frankie Marvin, and Frank Luther.22 To conceal 
the fact that these studio singers and musicians made so many records for their hill-
billy catalogs, record companies often disguised their identities behind pseudonyms. 
Dalhart, to use him as an example again, had his recordings issued under his own 
name as well as at least 98 pseudonyms on US releases; another 57 pseudonyms were 
employed on his records released in Great Britain, Canada, and other foreign coun-
tries (Palmer 2005:388). Although citybilly singers often recorded original songs 
written by professional songwriters and typically sang them in an affected, formal 
vocal style, record companies nonetheless advertised such releases as characteristic 
of honest-to-goodness folksongs from the South, particularly the Mountain South. 
Victor’s Olde Time Fiddlin’ Tunes brochure, for example, described Dalhart’s 1924 
record of “Wreck of the Old 97”/“The Prisoner’s Song” as “genuine songs of the 
Southern mountaineers, given with all their original lyric vigor and their quaint 
melody” (Victor Records 1924b; see also Victor Records 1924a).
 Unlike southern hillbilly singers, who often recorded as part of regular, self-contained 
bands, citybilly singers typically relied upon a stable of seasoned studio musicians to 
provide the musical accompaniment on their records.23 Some of these musicians were 
employed in particular record companies’ studio bands under exclusive contracts, while 
others worked as freelancers for several firms. But either way, these studio musicians 
performed on jazz, blues, popular, hillbilly, and sometimes even classical and foreign-
language recordings. One sometimes-freelance session musician was Benny Nawahi, a 
Honolulu-born stringed instrument virtuoso who, dubbed the “King of the Ukulele” 
by theater impresario Sid Grauman, combined the music of his native Hawaii with jazz, 
pop, blues, and hillbilly music influences (Armstrong 2000:2–6). In 1931, Nawahi ac-
companied hillbilly singer and songwriter Bernard “Slim” Smith on a series of six re-
cordings for different labels, including Smith’s Columbia recording of “My Little A-1 
Brownie,” a number that Tony Russell (2007b:144) has called “endearingly kooky” and 
“probably the only hillbilly song about cameras.” On this recording, the versatile Nawa-
hi performed “hot solos on four instruments—Hawaiian guitar, standard guitar, man-
dolin, and harmonica” (Russell 2007b: 144–5)—putting down one instrument and 
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picking up the next, all in a single recorded take of the song. Also playing on this re-
cording was another young New York session musician, who would also eventually be 
crowned a “king” and who was also, coincidentally, named Benny—a twenty-two-year-
old clarinetist named Benny Goodman, the future “King of Swing” (Armstrong 2000:5; 
Russell 2004:842; Russell, 2007b:144–5). Among the other session musicians heard on 
citybilly records were some of New York’s finest jazz and pop musicians of the 1920s, 
including May Singhi Breen, Frank Ferera, Ross Gorman, Phil Napoleon, Harry Reser, 
Roy Smeck, and Joe Venuti (see Appendix A) (see “Index to Performers” in Russell 
2004:985–1011).24 Despite their widespread renown within jazz and popular music 
studies, these virtuoso accompanists have received little serious consideration within 
country music studies and have certainly not garnered the same amount of attention 
accorded the Nashville studio musicians of the 1950s and 1960s, such as guitarists Hank 
Garland and Grady Martin or pianist Floyd Cramer. Given this gap in the literature, it 
is not surprising, then, that the use of studio accompanists is identified chiefly as a 1950s 
development in country music history and is particularly associated with the so-called 
Nashville Sound. But, in fact, from the first formative decade of hillbilly music, this 
practice was already firmly established, at least among New York citybilly artists.25
 Compared to the often-mythologized southern field-recording sessions of the 
1923–1932 era, New York studio sessions have attracted only scant attention from 
country music scholars. But the standard practices that evolved within this system of 
studio production, which relied so heavily on citybilly singers and musicians, helped 
establish the foundations for the later Nashville recording industry of the 1950s and 
1960s. For example, this New York studio system encouraged the rapid profession-
alization of hillbilly music, including the increasing dependence on newly composed 
songs written by a new breed of songwriters. Most southern hillbilly recording artists 
drew upon older, existing banjo and fiddle tunes, traditional ballads, and turn-of-
the-twentieth-century Tin Pan Alley songs for recording material. However, because 
their numerous recording sessions consumed so much material, citybilly singers were 
forced to either write new songs themselves or, in the case of Vernon Dalhart, turn 
to others to supply them with original compositions. Dalhart’s guitarist and duet 
partner, Carson J. Robison, the first significant professional songwriter of such mate-
rial, pioneered the practice of writing what Farm & Fireside magazine in 1927 called 
“new old, old songs” (Dumm 1927:19; emphasis in the original) for the hillbilly re-
cording industry. In particular, the topical ballads that Kansas-born Robison com-
posed, which relied upon a simple songwriting formula, needed to be churned out 
quickly in order to capitalize on the short-lived public interest in a particular headline-
making incident (Coltman 1978:6, 10–1; Daniel 2004:32, 34–5; Wolfe 1995:222, 226; 
Leamy 1929:20, 58–9). “First I read all the newspaper stories of, say, a disaster,” Ro-
bison explained to a reporter from Collier’s magazine in 1929. “Then I get to work on 
the old typewriter. There’s a formula, of course. You start by painting everything in 
gay colors—‘the folks were all happy and gay’ stuff. That’s sure fire. Then you ring in 
the tragedy—make it as morbid and gruesome as you can. Then you wind up with a 
moral” (quoted in Leamy 1929:58). Robison was such a skillful and speedy song-
writer that, as a 1926 syndicated newspaper article noted, “folk ballads” from his pen 
were “turned out almost like flivvers from a factory!” (Haswell 1926).26
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 Moreover, although the New York studio system organized the production of hill-
billy records on a regimented, assembly-line basis, it nonetheless allowed for the 
careful crafting of such records as musical commodities. At southern field sessions, 
primitive recording conditions and harried schedules allowed for little more than the 
most basic capturing of musical performances on record. But in their modern, well-
equipped New York studios, A&R men could exercise much greater control over the 
actual recording process in order to achieve the finished sound they desired. On some 
recordings, for example, they might incorporate certain string, wood, and brass in-
struments, or perhaps a backing vocal trio; on others, they might add special sound 
effects such as train whistles, bird calls, bells, and even whistling and hammering. 
Although played by trained, professional studio musicians, the same standard instru-
ments of violins, guitars, banjos, mandolins, and harmonicas, which, in various com-
binations, figured so prominently in the southern tradition of hillbilly music, were 
still featured on the recordings of citybilly singers. But A&R men also sometimes 
augmented them with such “alien” instruments as violas, cellos, clarinets, piccolos, 
trumpets, trap drums, and even xylophones, tubas, and saxophones.27 Occasionally, 
A&R men also employed New York studio singers and musicians at the sessions of 
southern hillbilly singers and musicians summoned to New York, as in the case of 
Gene Austin’s ghost singing on both George Reneau’s and Uncle Am Stuart’s Vocalion 
records.28 This New York studio system of production so dominated the hillbilly re-
cording industry that, by the late 1920s, the major record companies were applying 
these same methods to the hillbilly recordings being produced in their permanent 
studios in Chicago, Hollywood, and Atlanta.
 Within this comprehensive New York studio system, citybilly singers and musicians 
played a significant role in defining a distinctive new sound and style of hillbilly music 
that appealed to a broad audience of American record buyers. The earliest hillbilly re-
cordings, which date from between 1922 and 1925, featured solo fiddlers, banjoists, 
fiddle-and-guitar duos, and a handful of string bands. Much of the music heard on 
these discs was derived from a southern, chiefly instrumental, dance music tradition 
and was typically performed in a lively and captivating, though rudimentary style. If 
singing appeared on such records, the lyrics were often sung in a clipped, thickly ac-
cented style that sometimes rendered them almost incomprehensible, as in the singing 
of Fiddlin’ John Carson or Charlie Poole. In contrast, New York citybilly singers em-
ployed clearly enunciated, easily understood vocals, a reflection of their prior work in 
popular music and other fields, and the sedate, essentially pop orchestration provided 
by studio musicians was chiefly intended to showcase the vocals and the lyrics. Conse-
quently, New York citybilly singers redefined recorded hillbilly music from a primarily 
instrumental genre to a vocal-oriented one, a listening—as opposed to a dance—music. 
This new emphasis on vocals and song lyrics, one of the defining features of 1920s 
citybilly recordings, then paved the way for the subsequent rise of such southern sing-
ing stars as Jimmie Rodgers, Gene Autry, and Jimmie Davis, among others.29
 On their recordings, New York citybilly singers and musicians characteristically 
applied a light classical or pop treatment to typical hillbilly material. In doing so, they 
brought a measure of sophistication and elegance to the genre and created, some three 
decades before the Nashville Sound, a new, strikingly original hillbilly style that I call 
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the “New York Sound.” It was not without its aesthetic shortcomings, however. Many 
of these citybilly recordings featured what Time magazine in 1929 called, in a wonder-
fully apt description, “marshmallow-voiced singers” (“Music: Mail Order Songs”) 
with rather stilted and noticeably contrived vocal deliveries. Not surprisingly, given 
its assembly-line production, much of the music heard on these records degenerated 
into a highly predictable formula and, like much of American popular music in gen-
eral, consisted of trite, utterly forgettable performances. In hindsight, it might be 
tempting to dismiss these citybilly recordings as less compelling than the suppos-
edly more “authentic” sounds of southern old-time fiddlers and string bands, but 
during the second half of the 1920s, this slick, sophisticated, and mellow New York 
Sound attracted a mass audience that established hillbilly music as a commercial 
genre with a national and, indeed, an international appeal. In creating this uptown 
sound, studio singers and musicians gave birth to a new musical hybrid that might 
best be described as hillbilly-pop, which, in turn, led to the rise of the hillbilly vaude-
ville acts of the mid- to late 1920s, the Hollywood singing cowboys of the 1930s and 
1940s, and ultimately to the Nashville Sound of the 1950s and 1960s.30 Even Jimmie 
Rodgers’s commercial recordings, with their delightful blend of hillbilly, pop, jazz, 
and blues, and their frequent employment of studio accompanists, in many respects, 
represent simply a refinement of the New York Sound.31
 Beyond defining the New York Sound and establishing several core elements of the 
modern studio-production system still used in Nashville today, New York citybilly 
singers and musicians are also important to country music scholarship because their 
very participation in the hillbilly recording industry raises several important ques-
tions. Since at least the late 1960s, historians and folklorists have interpreted country 
music as essentially the traditional white folk music of the rural American South, a 
music whose origins supposedly stretch back to pre-Elizabethan England, Scotland, 
and Ireland, and which, beginning in the 1920s, came to be commercialized and ag-
gressively marketed by the nation’s record companies. As a result, scholars have in-
sisted on viewing country music as something distinct and separate, in both its de-
velopments and characteristics, from the rest of commercial American popular 
music. (Country, or “downhome,” blues of the 1920s and 1930s, another genre often 
described as a folk music, is perhaps its closest analog.) This stubborn concept, which 
I call “country music exceptionalism,” has led many researchers to study this music 
largely in isolation from other genres of American commercial music and from the 
larger US recording industry.32 It has also prompted scholars to enshrine the ideas of 
authenticity and traditionalism as the conceptual underpinnings for much of country 
music scholarship, particularly that of pre-war hillbilly music. By and large, folklor-
ists and historians have discounted the recordings of such prolific New York citybil-
lies as Vernon Dalhart, Carson J. Robison, and Arthur Fields as somehow less “au-
thentic” than those of such southern artists as Fiddlin’ John Carson, Uncle Dave 
Macon, or Dock Boggs. But to argue whether, and to what degree, these citybilly 
artists are “authentic” and “traditional” folk performers, as so many scholars have 
done, is to miss the point. What is important here is that the extensive participation 
and sweeping influence of these New York studio singers and musicians in the hill-
billy recording industry challenge our very understanding of this music as a distinct 
and intrinsic musical expression of the rural American South.
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 The seminal role that New York citybillies played in the hillbilly recording industry, 
particularly in popularizing the nascent genre nationally, suggests that scholars of 
American music should re-evaluate their understanding of hillbilly music and mod-
ify their interpretations. More specifically, citybillies and the popular New York Sound 
they helped create encourage us to view hillbilly music not as a centuries-old south-
ern folk music but rather as a carefully constructed commercial genre that was the 
product of the broad expansion of commercially recorded popular music in the 1920s. 
Citybillies’ central role, in fact, reveals that recorded hillbilly music was, in many 
respects, more similar to other genres of American popular music than is generally 
acknowledged, and was, moreover, often recorded by the very same artists who made 
recordings in these other genres. Indeed, like all popular music genres, hillbilly mu-
sic was largely an “invented tradition” of the US talking machine industry, complete 
with a regionalized southern identity and a compelling fabricated history and set of 
images, that made it both distinctive and commercially appealing.33 If country music 
studies, now in its fifth decade as an academic enterprise, is to advance interpre-
tively and theoretically, scholars will need to embrace the cosmopolitan, the profes-
sional, the popular, and the Manhattan influences heard on 1920s hillbilly records. 
Surely acknowledging the important contributions of citybilly singers and musicians 
to this genre is a good first step in these long-term endeavors.
Appendix A: New York Studio Singers and Musicians Who Performed  
on Hillbilly Recordings, 1924–1932
(* Denotes an artist who, as a principal performer, had at least one hillbilly record released under his or her 
own name, or a pseudonym, or the name of his or her group) 
Source: Compiled from Tony Russell. 2004. Country Music Records: A Discography, 1921–1942. With editorial 
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Appendix B: Total Hillbilly Recordings Made by New York Studio Singers and Musicians, 
1924–1932
 Recorded Masters US Releases (Sides) Foreign Releases (Sides)
New York Studio Singers 2,774 7,537 1,188 
 and Musicians
All Recording Artists 11,400 22,800  3,200 
 (estimated)
Percent of Total 24% 33% 37%
Source: Compiled from Tony Russell. 2004. Country Music Records: A Discography, 1921–1942. With editorial 
research by Bob Pinson, assisted by the staff of the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum. New York: 
Oxford University Press.
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Notes
 1. The best source of information regarding Reneau’s life and career is Charles K. Wolfe’s biographical 
article (1979:205–7), upon which much of this paragraph is based.
 2. On Austin’s life and recording career, see Austin (1984), Walsh (1957a, 1957b), Pitts and Hoffman 
(2002:51–78), and Mazor (2004). Reneau’s and Austin’s recordings were commercially successful enough 
for Thomas A. Edison, Inc. to recruit the two artists to reprise eight of their Vocalion selections for its 
label at a September 1924 session. Edison, however, was more straightforward in assigning artist credits, 
listing the names of both artists on its labels and billing them as the “Blue Ridge Duo” (Cohen and Mag-
nusson 1979:211; Russell 2004:741).
 It remains unclear exactly why Vocalion executives enlisted Austin to sing on Reneau’s records rather 
than allow Reneau to handle the vocals himself. Austin later claimed that Cliff Hess, Vocalion’s A&R man 
who supervised the duo’s recordings, told him that Reneau’s voice “didn’t record well” on the acoustic 
recording equipment, and, moreover, “he lacked a sense of timing” (Walsh 1939). In October 1925, 
however, Vocalion did permit Reneau, now recording without Austin (who was under exclusive contract 
to Victor), to perform his own vocals on the final 18 sides he waxed for the label. Less than two years 
later, in mid-June 1927, he recorded a series of 13 duets with singer and fiddler Lester McFarland (later 
a star of WLS-Chicago’s National Barn Dance) as the “Gentry Brothers,” and on at least 10 of these record-
ings, which were released on the Plaza Music Group’s complex of dime-store labels, Reneau also sang 
capably. See Cohen and Magnusson (1979:212–3); and Russell (2004:364–5, 741).
 3. According to Russell (2004:880–1), Austin not only sang on two of Stuart’s 1924 Vocalion record-
ings, “Old Liza Jane” and “Sally Gooden,” but he also played the banjo on eight of the instrumental selec-
tions from this session. Austin, moreover, may be the unidentified pianist on the above two titles. See 
Russell (2004:880–1).
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 4. Although previous folklorists and music scholars had associated commercial country music with 
the American South (see, for example, Wilgus [1959:433]; and Green [1965:esp. 205]), it was historian 
Bill C. Malone who first articulated, and is most closely identified with, what has come to be known 
as the “southern thesis”: the idea that this genre of music developed chiefly out of the traditional white 
folk music of the rural American South, and that it is therefore essentially southern. “Commercial 
country music,” Malone wrote in the preface to Country Music U.S.A.: A Fifty-Year History (1968:viii), 
“developed out of the folk culture of the rural South.” He went on to outline the specific historical 
characteristics of southern life and culture that helped produce this genre of commercial music, includ-
ing the region’s agricultural economy, racial chattel slavery, philosophical and social conservatism, and 
rural way of life. As a result of these historical influences, Malone argued, Anglo-Celtic musical tradi-
tions that had once been widespread throughout colonial British North America “endured in the South 
long after they had ceased to be important elsewhere” and, moreover, “only in the South did they 
contribute to the creation of a lasting regional music” (1968:3–5). Country Music U.S.A. has remained 
in print since it was first published more than four decades ago, and in the ensuing years, Malone has 
continued to expand and revise it. A 650-plus-page third revised edition, completed in collaboration 
with Jocelyn R. Neal, was published in 2010. Today, the book still stands as the definitive account of 
this music, what one critic has hailed as “the original, territory-defining bible of country music his-
tory” (Mazor 2010).
 5. “Citybilly” is a term apparently coined in 1945 by the eminent American musicologist and folk song 
scholar Charles Seeger (1946:513; see also Seeger 1948:216, 217, which is often mistakenly cited as con-
taining the first appearance of his newly minted term in print). Originally he applied the term, as Anne 
and Norm Cohen explain, “to folk [revival] music as performed by non-folk performers in nontradi-
tional styles approaching those of the concert stage” ([1977] 2004:50). But since at least the early 1960s, 
country music scholars have employed the term, in an extension of its original definition and usually in 
a derisive manner, to describe urban-based singers of commercial hillbilly music, particularly those 
working in the New York area. These so-called citybillies either came from outside of—or through their 
formal musical training had transcended—the rural southern folk culture that supposedly produced 
hillbilly music, but they performed this music nonetheless. For early examples of the term’s application 
to such artists, see Greenway (1962:296) and Wilgus (1965:268; 1966:633). See also Russell (2004:6) for 
his revealing discussion justifying the inclusion of entries for such artists in his monumental Country 
Music Records: A Discography, 1921–1942. As will become apparent in this article, I believe that “city-
billy” is a meaningless and therefore largely useless term, and I employ it here only because of its wide-
spread deployment by critics of professional New York studio singers and musicians, and particularly 
because of its utility as a shorthand reference to these artists.
 6. To take but one example, Murray Kellner, who, as Dalhart’s regular violinist between 1925 and 1928, 
accompanied him on more than five hundred recordings, was the Brooklyn-born son of Russian Jewish 
immigrants. As a youth, he had studied under the concertmaster of the New York Philharmonic. In ad-
dition to working as an accompanist for Dalhart and, later, for Carson J. Robison, Kellner made a single 
hillbilly recording under his own name, a version of the fiddle tune “Hell Broke Loose in Georgia,” for 
Gennett in 1926. On it he was billed as “The Fiddlin’ Cowboy.” During the mid-1920s to early 1930s, 
Kellner also recorded hundreds of popular dance numbers and jazz selections, both under his own name 
and as a studio violinist. By the mid-1930s, he was leading one of the regular orchestras featured on the 
NBC radio program Let’s Dance, and, after World War II, as a Hollywood session musician, he recorded 
with such pop stars as Doris Day, Frank Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, Bobby Darin, Herb Alpert, and Nat King 
Cole. See Fourteenth Census of the United States (1920:3A); Russell (2004:244–70, 278–80, 282, 287–8, 
476); and Chadbourne (2013).
 7. Wolfe, for instance, credited Dalhart in his entry in American National Biography (1999: 6:26) as “a 
major force in the popularization of rural vernacular music” and elsewhere noted that Dalhart’s com-
mercial success as an interpreter of event songs “[p]robably more than any other single factor . . . encour-
aged the big record companies to seriously pursue the country music market and thus to help define and 
promote a major new commercial art form” (Wolfe 1995:229).
 8. To be fair, the full extent of New York citybillies’ participation in the hillbilly recording industry has 
remained obscured for decades largely because of the lack of a comprehensive discography. In fact, the 
152 Journal of American Folklore 127 (2014)
identities of many of these artists, particularly those of the session musicians who provided the instru-
mental accompaniment on citybilly recordings, were unknown. But now, thanks to the publication of 
Russell’s Country Music Records (2004), scholars have a more complete picture of these artists’ involvement 
in the New York hillbilly recording scene.
 9. The best overviews of talking machine companies’ practice of staging field-recording sessions in 
southern cities are Wolfe (2002); and Russell (2007a). But for more detailed accounts of specific sessions, 
see also Wolfe (1972, 1974, [1989] 2005, 2005); Wolfe and Russell (1978/1979); Lornell ([1981] 1994); 
Lornell and Mealor (1995); Kimball et al. (2002); and Olson and Russell (2011, 2013).
 10. Prior to 1927, approximately 80 percent of hillbilly releases were recorded in New York City or, in 
the case of Victor and Edison, in nearby Camden and Orange, New Jersey, respectively. But by the late 
1920s, Charles K. Wolfe (2002:203–6) asserted, 80 percent or more of such records were actually being 
recorded at southern field sessions. It is true that the total percentage of hillbilly selections produced in 
the New York City area declined after 1927 when the major talking machine firms began to make regu-
lar recording trips to the South. Even then, however, most hillbilly records still originated in permanent 
studios outside of the South: particularly in New York City or Camden, New Jersey, but also in Chicago, 
Hollywood, and, in the case of Gennett Records, Richmond, Indiana. Wolfe’s claim rests on quantitative 
data he compiled, but his research included only a small sampling of record companies (three) and, 
moreover, counted only the hillbilly releases on their flagship labels and only for selected years. These 
three methodological decisions significantly reduced the number of New York City-area recordings in 
his sample and thus skewed his conclusions about the dominance of southern field sessions within the 
late 1920s hillbilly recording industry. See Wolfe (2002:204–5).
 11. Although this article focuses on the New York City area, it is worth noting that during the period 
under consideration, record companies also employed veteran studio singers and musicians to produce 
hillbilly recordings in Chicago, Hollywood, and even Atlanta. For example, more than two dozen such 
sides that the Columbia Phonograph Company cut in Atlanta, where the firm maintained a permanent 
studio on Peachtree Street in the late 1920s, featured singer, trumpeter, and band leader Dan Hornsby 
(who also worked for the label as a talent scout and A&R man) performing with a popular dance band 
whose regular members included banjoist and guitarist Perry Bechtel (billed as “The Man with a Thousand 
Fingers”), pianist Taylor Flanagan, guitarist Sterling “Pops” Melvin, cornetist Pete Underwood, and 
drummer Stanley Hazeltine (sometimes spelled “Hasseltine”). Some of these musicians also recorded 
under their own names as band leaders, as well as performed as session musicians on the Atlanta record-
ings of both blues and hillbilly artists. Even local hillbilly musicians such as guitarist Hoke Rice and a few 
members of the Skillet Lickers—guitarist Riley Puckett and fiddlers Clayton McMichen and Bert Layne—
appear to have occasionally worked in Columbia’s Atlanta studio as session players on the race and 
hillbilly recordings of other artists. See Wolfe (1978:120); DePriest (1989:32–5); Russell (2004:98, 131, 
141, 208, 211–2, 317, 318, 345, 366, 441–2, 517, 567–70, 870–1); and Dixon, Godrich, and Rye ([1964] 
1997:156, 303, 735).
 12. For a discography of these artists’ recordings aimed at the hillbilly record market, see Russell 
(2004:100–1, 238, 322, 337–45, 398–400, 472, 605–7, 761, 819). Irving Kaufman does not have an entry 
in Russell’s Country Music Records, but see Gracyk (2000:213) for a reference to six sides of hillbilly 
material Kaufman recorded for Columbia’s Harmony label under the pseudonym Ned Cobben.
 13. For Dalhart’s principal discography of hillbilly-oriented recordings, consult Russell (2004:242–92), 
but see also Dalhart’s duet and ensemble recordings of such material (Russell 2004:434–5, 469, 476, 
668–9), as well as the sole recording on which he only played instrumental accompaniment (Russell 
2004:476).
 14. Victor sales figures for “Wreck of the Old 97”/“The Prisoner’s Song” combine Dalhart’s original 
August 1924 acoustic recording and his March 1926 electrical recording of these same songs on the firm’s 
flagship and subsidiary labels. Once he recut these numbers using Western Electric’s new electrical re-
cording process, Victor officials dropped the older acoustically recorded disc from its catalog and replaced 
it with the newer higher fidelity one, assigning it the same label number as the original (Victor 19427) 
(Palmer 2005:128–9).
 15. The best single source on Dalhart is Jack Palmer’s biography Vernon Dalhart: First Star of Country 
Music (2005), upon which I relied heavily for this brief biographical sketch. But also extremely useful are 
Walsh ([1960] 1982); Malone ([1968] 1985:60–2, 64); Russell (1998, 2007b:14–15); Wolfe (1999); and 
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particularly the published articles and essays by Dalhart’s other major biographer, Walter Darrell Haden 
(1970:3–7; 1970/1971:19–32; 1971:152–8; 1975a:64–85; 1975b:95–103).
 16. Dalhart continued to record until 1939, but after 1931 waxed only 18 sides, many of them remakes 
of his earlier hits. See Russell (2004:292).
 17. The recording career of another citybilly artist, Steve Porter, stretched back even further. One of 
the true pioneers of the US talking machine industry, Porter was a former vaudevillian originally from 
Buffalo, New York, who began his recording career in 1897 and went on to make a name for himself in 
the industry as a specialist in comic Irish monologues and “rube sketches.” Later, he recorded as a mem-
ber of such studio vocal ensembles as the Peerless Quartet and the American Quartet (Gracyk 2000:272–
6). In 1926, Porter, then in his sixties, called the figures on a pair of studio violinist Joseph Samuels’s 
square-dance recordings—“Turkey in the Straw (The Paul Jones)” and “The Arkansas Traveler (A Qua-
drille)”—for both Vocalion’s and OKeh’s hillbilly series (Russell 2004:819).
 18. As Frank B. Walker (1962), Columbia’s A&R man who supervised the recording of the label’s 
hillbilly records, noted, the repertoire of most of the southern hillbilly artists he encountered “would 
consist of maybe eight or ten or twelve things that they did well, and that was all they knew.” Because few 
of these artists could read music, they generally proved incapable of learning any additional songs that 
A&R men might wish them to record. Nor could A&R men ordinarily afford to spend what limited time 
and resources they had cultivating such artists and helping them develop a larger repertoire. “It was a 
culling job, taking the best of what they had,” Walker explained in a 1962 interview. “You might come 
out with only two selections or you might come out with six or eight, but you did it at that time. You got 
everything that you thought they were capable of doing well and would be salable, and that was it.” As a 
result, most of these artists recorded few selections. Of the more than three hundred acts that appeared 
in Columbia’s 15000-D “Familiar Tunes-Old and New” series between 1925 and 1932, Charles K. Wolfe 
has estimated that “well over half ” of them made only a single record (two selections) (1978:120). Thus, 
in order to expand their hillbilly catalogs, record companies constantly sought new talent to record.
 19. Perhaps nowhere was speed more important than in the production of so-called event songs, which 
had limited sales appeal once the commemorated incident had faded from the headlines. Usually, two to 
three months elapsed between the waxing of a master recording and the release of the resulting record. 
In the case of hit songs enjoying a current vogue or of event songs about incidents quickly forgotten, even 
this short amount of time could spell the difference between a successful hit and a disappointing flop. 
See Wolfe (1995:217–30); “Speed in Making OKeh Record” (1925:200); and Gracyk (2000:20–1).
 20. Sixty-six percent of the releases advertised in the Victor Records of Mountain Songs and Rural Bal-
lads brochure (Victor Records 1925), for example, consisted of discs by Vernon Dalhart and other citybil-
lies such as Frank Crumit, Carson J. Robison, and Wilfred Glenn (Victor Records 1925); such recordings 
comprised 60 percent of the discs in the label’s Old Time Melodies of the Sunny South brochure published 
the following year (Victor Records 1926). But even after 1926, when record companies inaugurated 
regular field-recording expeditions to southern cities, New York studios singers still collectively produced 
an average of nearly a thousand issued sides annually over the next six years.
 21. This figure, it should be stressed, is a conservative estimate, since it does not include those record-
ings made by studio singers and musicians working in other cities such as Chicago, Hollywood, or At-
lanta. Nor does it include the scores of New York recordings on which the musical accompanists remain 
unidentified. Perhaps as many as two to three dozen additional New York session musicians supplied the 
instrumental accompaniment on hillbilly records by citybilly or southern recording artists, but because 
of incomplete recordkeeping and gaps within the personnel listings of sessions, they remain unidentified 
in surviving record company files and ledgers. For example, Frank and James McCravy, a brother duo 
from South Carolina, appear to have relied heavily on the instrumental support of New York studio 
musicians on the recordings they made. Of the McCravys’ 50 recording sessions between 1925 and 1931, 
however, the identities of their studio accompanists can be determined for only 14 sessions (Russell 
2004:531–8). If it were possible to identify all of the anonymous studio musicians who participated in 
the recording of hillbilly records before 1933, the percentage of total citybilly records would actually be 
far higher, probably approaching, if not exceeding, 40 percent of all US hillbilly releases for this period.
 22. The total number of principal sides for each of these artists, in descending order, is Vernon Dalhart 
(3,156), Carson J. Robison (1,696, exclusive of his collaborations with Dalhart), Frankie Marvin (672), 
Arthur Fields (434), Bob Miller (323), and Frank Luther (111, exclusive of his collaborations with Robison). 
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The entry for Dalhart’s recordings in Tony Russell’s Country Music Records discography is the longest in 
the book—almost 51 pages; the second greatest number of pages, 36-and-a-half, is devoted to the record-
ings of another citybilly performer, Dalhart’s longtime singing partner, guitarist, and songwriter Carson 
J. Robison. See Russell (2004:242–92, 761–97).
 23. All of these studio musicians were card-carrying members of the New York City chapter (or 
nearby chapters) of the American Federation of Musicians union and would have earned the standard 
union scale of around $15 for a three-hour session. See “Echoes from the OKeh Recording Studio” 
(1927:36). Not only did New York citybilly singers record with session musicians in the United States, 
but at least two of them also recorded in England, accompanied by London session musicians. In April 
1931, during a tour of England, Vernon Dalhart, along with his regular violinist Adelyne Hood, made 
eight recordings in London, accompanied by Len Fillis and several members of his orchestra, for the 
British Regal label (Russell 2004:291–2; Palmer 2005:223). The following year, Carson J. Robison and His 
Pioneers waxed more than 50 cowboy and western selections, over the course of five months in London, 
including some on which Robinson was accompanied by Ray Noble’s orchestra (Russell 2004:791–4).
 24. For instance, jazz trumpeter Phil Napoleon (born Filippo Napoli in Boston, Massachusetts), one of 
the founding members of the Original Memphis Five, played on a pair of Frank Luther’s 1929 sides for 
Victor (Russell 2004:771). During the 1920s, Napoleon also provided instrumental accompaniment on 
several race records for vaudeville or “classic” blues singers, including those of Alberta Hunter in 1923 and 
Trixie Smith in 1925 (Dixon, Godrich, and Rye [1964] 1997:413, 534–5, 623–4, 838, 899–900, 1041). To cite 
another example, tenor banjo virtuoso Harry Reser (born in Piqua, Ohio), the leader of the popular NBC 
radio band, the Cliquot Club Eskimos, recorded two square-dance tunes with violinist Joseph Samuels and 
caller Steve Porter under the billing Three Old Cronies for Vocalion in 1926. The next year, he backed Al 
Bernard on recordings of “Steamboat Bill” and “Casey Jones” for Brunswick’s “Songs from Dixie” series 
(Russell 2004:100, 819). Earlier, Reser had played guitar on Bessie Smith’s 1924 recordings of “Frosty Mornin’ 
Blues” and “Easy Come Easy Go Blues” for Columbia (Dixon, Godrich, and Rye [1964] 1997:804).
 25. On the Nashville Sound, see, for example, Jensen (1998:esp. 76–88); Malone ([1968] 1985:254, 
256–8); and Ivey (1982:129–38, 1998:371–2).
 26. On another well-known pioneering songwriter who specialized in hillbilly material, particularly 
topical ballads, see the biographical accounts of Bob Miller by Malone (1998:345); and Pugh (2005:33–7).
 27. See, for example, Russell (2004:242, 245, 288, 604, 668–9), as well as his discography’s “Abbrevia-
tions: Instruments and Frequently Used Terms” (2004:43–4) and the instrumentation he lists for the 
recordings of the various citybilly singers and musicians mentioned above, particularly Vernon Dalhart, 
Carson Robison, and Frank Luther. In addition, studio singers were occasionally employed to supply 
background vocals on hillbilly recordings. On his March 1925 Victor recording of “In the Baggage Coach 
Ahead,” for example, Dalhart was accompanied by a vocal trio consisting of Elliott Shaw, Franklyn Bau-
er, and Wilfred Glenn, all three of whom were members of Victor’s popular vocal ensemble, the Shannon 
Quartet, soon to be renamed the Revelers, when the group began to record in a more contemporary, 
jazzy style (Russell 2004:245; Gracyk 2000:287–93).
 28. Austin’s vocals on both Reneau’s and Stuart’s Vocalion records are prime illustrations of this prac-
tice. Another example involves Carson J. Robison, then under contract with Victor, and Fiddlin’ Cowan 
Powers’s string band, the first Appalachian family string band to make commercial hillbilly recordings. 
In 1924, an A&R man at Victor’s New York studios employed Robison in place of the string band’s regu-
lar singer to supply the uncredited vocals on the band’s first four issued sides (Wolfe 1985/1986:8; Russell 
2004:703). But far more common than ghost singing was the use of studio musicians to provide the in-
strumental accompaniment for southern hillbilly singers at New York studio sessions, either by assembling 
an entire ensemble to back an artist or by augmenting the regular personnel of a self-contained band. 
Before 1933, New York studio musicians accompanied southern hillbilly artists on more than 350 master 
recordings, which were released on more than 660 sides. For example, Robison, who began his recording 
career as a Victor session guitarist and expert whistler, provided musical accompaniment on the record-
ings of several southern hillbilly artists, including Kelly Harrell, the Hill Billies, Andrew Jenkins, and 
Buell Kazee (Russell 2004:403, 424, 454, 472–3).
 29. Much of my discussion of the New York studio system here and in the next paragraph has been 
deeply influenced by the essays in the Journal of Country Music’s 1987 special issue, “The Unseen Hand: 
How Producers Shape the Country Sound,” particularly the brief, unsigned introduction (“Unseen Hand” 
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1987:2–3); and John Morthland’s contribution, “Changing Methods, Changing Sounds: An Overview” 
(1987:4–8).
 30. The Great Depression hit the US talking machine industry with a punishing force, leading to a 
sharp decline in record sales and the bankruptcies or mergers of many of the nation’s record companies. 
As a result, many of these citybilly singers’ recording careers collapsed, most notably that of Dalhart, who 
after 1931 participated in only five recording sessions at which, collectively, he recorded a mere 18 sides 
(Russell 2004:292). Former citybillies who flourished during the Great Depression did so by success-
fully adapting to evolving musical trends and changing consumer tastes. For example, Carson J. Robison 
switched to specializing in cowboy and western music. In 1932, he formed a western-themed band called 
the Buckaroos and, later that year, launched a six-month tour of England (where the band was billed as 
the Pioneers), becoming among the first American hillbilly groups to perform overseas (Coltman 1978:7–
10; Daniel 2004:29, 31–2; Green 2002:31–4).
 The production model described above, of employing citybilly singers on hillbilly records, declined 
after 1932, but, in many respects, the urban, jazz- and pop-oriented styles of this music that rose to na-
tional prominence during the Great Depresssion evolved out of the New York Sound. The music of the 
Hollywood singing cowboys, in particular, was an extension of the hillbilly-pop sound pioneered by the 
citybilly singers of the mid- to late 1920s. In addition to Robison, two of the other leading forces in the 
new cowboy music were the former New York citybillies Frankie Marvin and his brother, Johnny Marvin. 
In 1929, the Marvin brothers provided guitar accompaniment and vocal harmonies on the first Victor 
recordings of their friend and fellow Oklahoman, Gene Autry (Russell 2004:71–2, 74–6, 79, 81–7). Five 
years later, after both of their solo recording careers had declined, the Marvins relocated to Hollywood, 
California, to join Autry. There, Frankie played the steel guitar on many of Autry’s classic recordings of 
the 1930s and appeared in many of his western movies until 1955. Meanwhile, Johnny became a pro-
ducer for Autry’s Melody Ranch radio program, which went on the air in 1940. He also wrote or co-wrote 
more than 80 songs for Autry’s Hollywood westerns, including such classics as “Dust” and “Goodbye 
Little Darlin’” (Green 2002:119, 121–2, 137, 146; George-Warren 2007:46–7, 51–2, 67–9, 73–5, 142, 163, 
167, 184, 189, 190, 192, 219, 223).
 31. Not only did these citybilly singers create a national market for hillbilly records that benefitted 
Rodgers, but they also acclimated record buyers to the uptown arrangements and musical instrumentation 
found on many of Rodgers’s more blues- and jazz-influenced selections. In many respects, Victor A&R 
man Ralph S. Peer’s development of Rodgers as a recording artist represents a continuation of the New 
York studio system of hillbilly record production. Of the 111 commercial releases Rodgers produced before 
his untimely death in 1933, some 70 percent featured accompaniment provided by jazz, pop, Hawaiian, 
and string band musicians. Unlike citybilly singers, however, Rodgers recorded with a far greater variety 
of studio bands and musicians, and chiefly at studios, both temporary and permanent, located outside of 
the New York City area. At his final session at Victor’s New York studios in May 1933, only two days before 
his death, Rodgers used two veteran session musicians, guitarist Tony Colicchio and steel guitarist and 
banjoist John Cali, the latter of whom had been one of Vernon Dalhart’s favorite accompanists (Porterfield 
[1979] 1992:186–7, 352–3; Russell 2004:799–809). In his introduction to Johnny Bond’s The Recordings of 
Jimmie Rodgers: An Annotated Discography, Norm Cohen (1978:iv) credits Jimmie Rodgers with six “ma-
jor contributions to country music,” but at least two of them, “[i]n creased reliance on new compositions 
by contemporary writers and composers” and “[i]ncreased reliance on studio musicians,” were already 
well-established practices of Dalhart and other citybilly singers before Rodgers ever made his first record-
ings in 1927.
 32. Two notable exceptions here are Cohen (1981) and Miller (2010), both, in their own ways, path-
breaking and important studies.
 33. For a discussion of this concept, see Hobsbawm (1983:1–14).
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